GATEWAY   TO   GREATNESS
of the West with the East, the Lnsiadas kept alive not merely the
spirit of " Sebastianism " (a dangerous cult in many respects) but
the very spirit of the nation. Camoens portrayed the very soul
of Portugal and he became her finest propagandist and her greatest
stay . . .
" The world continues to be carried away by the names of
ancient Greece, Rome and the Italian Republics of the Middle
Ages, which in turn reflect ever fresh renown on the Iliad, the Aeneid
and the Divine Comedy. After all' is said and done, it is the wheel
of fortune that remains the most powerful influence with men as
with nations, and nowhere in so great a degree as in fame."4 The
wheel of Portuguese history began to turn on the afternoon of
July 24, 1128, when there emerged at Sao Mamede the first
great Portuguese figure and military genius in the person and
rugged, ruthless personality of Affonso Henriques. Here in action,
if one but knew it, was one of the great passions that beset Camoens,
an intense love of his country. The wheel continued to turn
until other landmarks wrere reached on another battlefield at
Ourique and before the walls of Lisbon. There was thrown up
Diniz, the " tiller-king," and another great king in Dom Joao, a
natural son of Pedro. It was a bright and sunny afternoon when
this Master of Avis, the first of the Arthurians of Portugal, prepared
to defend his people at Aljubarotta against the fifth Castilian in-
vasion in sixteen years. It was also the Day of the Vigil of the
Assumption. He chose a site where the great Serra da Estrela
finally sinks into the plain. In the foreground was a shallow ravine
through which ran a narrow thread of water. Nun' Alvares, the
Holy Constable, commanded the vanguard of a small Portuguese
force of a few thousand knights and their men-at-arms, some
infantry, crossbowmen and a few hundred English archers. As
the Castilians, many French among them, advanced towards the
centre, they were received by a steady line of lances, while from
both flanks a withering discharge of arrows a cloth yard long,
crossbow bolts and javelins was poured in among them. The arrows
were shot so fast and so close that it looked as if a snowstorm was
beating down upon the smiling, August countryside. The arrows
and bolts nailed the helmet, pierced brigantine and breastplate,
head, arm and leg. It was past vespers and the sun was dying
when the main Castilian army rode in. Arrows and bolts found
their mark again, nailing helmets to the head and driving horses
162